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LONGLINING FOR SWORDFISH IN THE EASTERN PACIFIC 
Susum u Kato 

'Blue Belle ' returned to Morro Bay, Cali­
fornia, early in February 1969 with a l oad of 
broadbill swordfish (Xiphias gl adius) caught 
by longline gear. She was the first alifornia­
based commercial v e sse 1 to attempt long ­
lining for swordfish on a large scale . Capt ai n 
Wayne Smith became interested in trying this 
method of fishing after learning of a succes -
ful longline trip by the BCF research vessel 
'David Starr Jordan ' in ovember 1968 . Upon 
learning of his interest, the Bureau loaned its 
gear to Blue Belle and she sailed with a crew 
of four on January 16 from San Pedro , 'ali­
fornia. 

Fishing ear and !VI ,thods 

Blue B lle is 55 fee t long with a beam 0 

14 feet , and has a r efr igerat <;:d ho lding capac 
ity of 15 ton' . The components of B }< long 
line gear used by Blue Belle a r e s how n i 
figure 1. This gear wa. patt erned after lh 
used by eas t coast merican and anadia 
fisherm~n . A radio tran mitter, a radar re 
flector, and a flashing - light buoy aided in th . 
recov ry of the gear. Flag buoy we r e space 
at five-float intervals . pecially con tructe 
boxe:::; (fig . 2) fa ilitated handling and storag ' 
of dropper line' and hooks . hydrau lic reel , 
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Fig . 1 - Longline gear used fo r ta king h rqadbill swordfish. 
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Mr . Kato is Fishery Biologist, BCF Fishery-Oceanography Center , La Jo lla , Ca l ifornia 9 20 37 . 

30 

r-------------------------t 
U . S . DEPA RT MENT OF THE INTERIOR 

Fish a nd Wildlife Service 
Sep . No . 837 



power d with an automobile transmission and 
a chain drive (fig . 3), was used to haul and 
store the mainline . Bait consisted principally 
of frozen jack mac k ere 1, Trachurus sym­
met ricus . --

Fig. 2 -Dropperline storage box, with hooks ready to be baited. 

FIg . 3 - P.:>wered reel for the mamhnt! used b} Bl .. e Bdlc. 

To set the longline, the v 
downwind at about 3. 2 kn ts and th 1m 
lowed to payout freely. (ne man balt 
hooks and threw them v"rboal d, Whll P 
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ing the snap ends to a and man ho at 
tached the dropper line tu thl! mainhn . 
third man handled the floats and flag , whil 
the captain kept the ship on OUI se. 

During retrieval of th line, one man on­
trolled the speed of the r el and un n PI> d 
the dropper lines as they cam' aboard, two 
men coiled the dr'oPP'r lines in th t ra 
boxes and handled sharks, whill! the aptain 
maneuvered the ship. 11 hands aided ll11and­
ing swordfish. 

All sets were made just before sunset, and 
hauling was started at dawn. Tnt (tot I 
of 4,208 hooks) were made in international 
waters offshore from central Baja aliforma, 
near the 1,000-fathom contour. Surfac hwat r 
temperatures in this area- -67.5 to 70.50 F . -­
were determined from a bathythermograph 
cast made before each set. 

The Catch 

A total of 33 swordfish were caught (figs. 
4 and 5), of which one was lost due to ext n 
sive damage by sharks. The cat 'h rate of th 
entire trip was 0.8 swordfi h per 100 hook. 
fished. Ever) set pro d u c e d at lea t on 
swordfish; the be. t day's catch \'va mne fISh 
on a 392 -hook set. The total dre ::sed v ight 
of the landed swordfish was about 2.5 tons 
(average weight 156 pounds). The fork length 
(tip of lower bill to fork) of the fish ranged 
from 36 to 109 inches (dressed weight 20-
360 pounds). Gonads of 29 fish 011 t d b 
the fishermen indicated that 1 per ent of th 
fish were females. Tone of th ovan er 
in an advanced stage of development. 

Other fish in the catch mclud d 
marlin (Tetrapturus auda ), a f 
( oryphaena hippuru ), ab t 1,5 
sharks (Prionace glauca) and 8 t 
representing five ·pecles. 

FutUl e Prospect 

The large numbel of blue 
tered pre ented the gr at t 
fishermen. TI e hark au 
tanghng, often t th 1 1 
haulin to an avera 



32 

F1g. 4 - Unloading swordfish at San Pedro. 

hooks. Further, their competition for bait 
appreciably decreased the baits available to 
s w 0 r d f ish . The abundance of sharks also 
limited the amount of hooks Blue Belle could 
set to about 350 rather than the anticipated 
SOOto 1,000hooks per set. Despite the prob­
lems with sharks, the catch rate of O.S sword­
fish per 100 hooks was encouraging. 

Captain Smith is preparing for a second 
longlining trip . Another vessel will probably 
enter the fishery shortly. Both vessels will 
carry gear on loan from BCF. Although avail ­
ability of swordfish may be relatively low 
at this time of year, the high price paid for 

r1g. 5 - Part of the catch . 

the fish will compensat e somewhat for low 
catches. 

Longlming for swordfish seems espe c ially 
suitable for the large albacore jig boat s , which 
are readily adapted to this type of fi shing . 
This fishery may be particularly at trac tive 
to albacore fishermen because swordfi sh ap ­
parently are available in greates t nu mbers 
from 0 tober through January, and the alba ­
core season usually terminates a r ound late 
October . Little is k now n about th e a vail ­
abilit) of swordfish from Febr uar y through 

ugust. 

nnual alifornis. landings 0 f swor dfish 
hav never exceeded 250 tons sinc e the peak 
year of Hl48, when 550 tons we r e 1 and e d. 

wortlfish have been c aug h t exc lusively by 
harpooning, which requires good weather and 
availability of fish on the s u rfac e; thus , har ­
pooning is restric ted to about 4 mo nths, f r om 
July t h r 0 ugh Octobe r. wor dfish cou ld be 
harvested for an additional 3 months or mo r e 
by longlining. 


